Friendship and money in Mohsin Hamid’s "Moth Smoke" by Kowal, Ewa
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E WA  KO WA L
Friendship and Money
in Mohsin Hamid’s Moth Smoke
[T]he novel must represent all the social and ideological voices of its
era […]; the novel must be a microcosm of heteroglossia. […] Languages
of heteroglossia, like mirrors that face each other, each refl ecting in 
its own way a piece, a tiny corner of the world, force us to guess at 
and grasp for a world behind their mutually refl ecting aspects that 
is broader, more multi-leveled, containing more and varied horizons
than would be available to a single language or a single mirror. (Bakhtin
1996: 411, 414–415)
I have never agreed with the claim that art must be kept separate from 
politics. (Hamid 2015a: 64)
“A growing number of observers reasonably expect friends and friendships 
to play a vital role in our thoroughly individualized society,” says Zygmunt 
Bauman in his Wasted Lives: Modernity and its Outcasts (2006: 123–124). 
“With the traditional support structures of social cohesion fast falling 
apart” – continues the author of Liquid Fear – “relations woven out of 
friendship could become our life-jackets or lifeboats” (124). Yet he is quick 
to add that “[r]eality seems to be somewhat less straightforward,” as in
liquid modern life relationships are an ambiguous matter and tend to be the 
foci of a most acute and nerve-wracking ambivalence: the price for the com-
panionship which we all ardently desire is invariably a, partial at least, sur-
render of independence, however dearly one would wish the fi rst without the
second…” (ibid.) 
And as “[c]ontinuous ambivalence results in cognitive dissonance, 
a state of mind notoriously demeaning, incapacitating and diffi  cult to 
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endure” – “[s]napping [of a relationship] is a reasonable expectation”
(ibid.).
Th e purpose of this article will be to apply Bauman’s reservations about 
friendship and observations on its cost(s) to Mohsin Hamid’s debut
novel, Moth Smoke, published in the year 2000. More specifi cally, it will 
be to show how in this novel the abovementioned “price for compan-
ionship” is, in fact, varied, and dependent on the distribution of power 
in the asymmetrical power-relationship between two friends possessed 
of a diff erent economic status. Th is analysis will aim to illustrate how
Hamid uses the story of a friendship that is at the centre of the plot, 
and especially the case of its catastrophic collapse, in order to address
wider social and political, in particular class issues pertaining to contem-
porary Pakistan,1 but also to the larger geopolitical issue of Pakistani-US
relationship. 
Th e story of Moth Smoke is set in Lahore in 1998. Th e protagonist 
is twenty-nine-year-old Darashikoh Shezad (Daru) who, after several 
years, is reunited with his childhood and school friend, Aurangzeb Shah 
(Ozi). Th e reunion is an occasion for perhaps a universal rite among peo-
ple at this stage of life: a comparative stock-taking. Daru, who stayed 
in Lahore, despite his better fi nal exam results, is about to lose his 
job at a bank, and, as it is repeated several times, “his life is going no-
where” (Hamid 2000: 55, 210). In contrast, Ozi has just returned home 
from New York, where he had studied and worked, and he has brought 
his beautiful wife, Mumtaz, and their son with him. In the simplest 
terms, Ozi drives a Mitsubishi Pajero, while Daru drives a Suzuki.2 In 
short, Ozi has everything, while Daru is in the process of quickly losing 
what little he has. For a moment at least, however, Daru gets a taste of 
his friend’s happiness. Initially only friendly with his best friend’s wife, 
Daru becomes more than friends with Mumtaz. Th is is where the title of 
the novel comes from: Daru is drawn to Mumtaz like a moth to a fl ame, 
¹ In this novel, Hamid addresses class in Marxist terms. Th is explains my own application 
of Western class categories to the Pakistani context, because the novel’s author did this 
himself: “Moth Smoke had for me been a look at Pakistan with a gaze altered by the 
many years I had spent in America. Th e Reluctant Fundamentalist, I thought, would be 
a look at America with a gaze refl ecting the part of myself that remained stubbornly 
Pakistani” (Hamid 2015b: 67).
² References to cars are often made in the novel – their makes, ages and sizes metonymically 
denote their owners’ status not only in terms of money but also masculinity, as in 
this personifi cation: “I notice the diff erence in the sounds of slamming car doors: the 
deep thuds of the Pajero and Land Cruiser, the nervous cough of my Suzuki” (Hamid
2000: 81).
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and eventually like a moth he is burnt by that fl ame. In addition, the 
“smoke” in the title refers also to Daru’s smoking of increasingly addic-
tive drugs which simultaneously are the result of and the reason for his 
gradual downfall.3 However, the drug problem is not the only reason 
for Daru’s worsening situation leading to an unhappy ending. Th e main
reason why Daru’s former best friend, Ozi, gets his revenge and destroys 
– admittedly already fairly self-destructive – Daru is his higher position 
in terms of class. Ozi frames Daru for an accidental murder he himself 
had committed and has him sent to prison because he can – very eas-
ily – thanks to his corrupt father’s money and the general level of cor-
ruption in the country. Th us the confl ict between the two young men,
former best friends, and the near obliteration of the poorer of the two, 
is a small-scale refl ection of a larger class struggle whose result appears
inevitable.
What helps illustrate the predetermined ending – both of the two 
friends’ story and of the larger social story – is the very structure of the 
novel: the readers learn how the story is most likely to end from the very 
beginning. Th e fi rst sentence of chapter one, spoken in the fi rst per-
son by Daru, is: “My cell is full of shadows” (5). The protagonist is
already in prison, awaiting what looks like a show trial, before we know 
what has happened, and, in fact, despite what we will later know has
happened, despite what everyone involved knows that has happened. 
What really happened and knowing the truth does not matter in the least, 
and this epistemological conundrum is highlighted when Hamid places 
his protagonist as if in Plato’s cave in the very opening sentence of his
novel. 
Th is brief and linear reconstruction of the plot makes it appear straight-
forward (two male friends – economic difference – wife – betrayal
– revenge), but in fact the way in which the story is presented by
Hamid is much more complicated: there are multiple narrators, all of them 
subjective and unreliable, in Bakhtinian dialogic fashion taking turns to 
speak during or about Daru’s trial, with the protagonist gradually becom-
ing the most unreliable of them all; chronology is disrupted, and there 
is also a prologue and an epilogue which allegorically draw upon the his-
torical fi gures of two princes, sons of the 5th Mughal Emperor of India, 
who ruled from 1628 to 1658. Th e brothers, Dara Shikoh and Aurangzeb, 
were engaged in a bitter war of succession – won by the latter younger 
³ He takes drugs because he is unemployed and depressed and he remains unemployed 
and depressed because he takes – and later sells – drugs.
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brother who had Dara accused of apostasy, tried and executed in order 
to himself become an emperor.4
A case of history repeating itself can be found closer at hand within 
the novel’s plot. It is a back-story to Daru and Ozi’s friendship – being, 
in fact, the story of the friendship between their fathers. Th e only reason
why the two boys played together and went to the same expensive school 
was that their fathers became best friends at a military academy. But, 
as Daru put it, while Ozi’s father “occupied a cushy staff  position as
an aide-de-camp” during the 1971 Indo-Pakistani War, Daru’s father was 
sent to the front. Even though the war lasted only thirteen days, the
latter was unlucky enough to have “died of gangrene in a prisoner-of-war 
camp” (73–74). Perhaps the friendship would not have survived if he had 
lived; however, he died, as he was incomparably more likely to because of 
his circumstances. Th is proves that a class diff erence existed between the 
two friends from the younger generation from the very beginning: just 
as Ozi’s grandfather had taken care that his son (Ozi’s father) would fi nd 
himself safely away from any real battlefi eld, and upon return from “the 
war” could begin his career in the civil service, Ozi’s father took care that 
his son, Ozi, received a world-class education in North America ensuring 
him a lucrative job upon return to Pakistan. No doubt, similar care will 
be taken of Ozi’s own son, too. All this thanks to the connections of, as 
Daru describes him, “the frequently investigated but as yet unincarce-
rated Federal Secretary (Retired) Khurram Shah” (11). 
Th e hereditary transfer of privilege is not disrupted and threatened by 
such a gesture as Ozi’s father’s paying for Daru’s pre-university educa-
tion. As an instance of a potential and unusual intervention into social 
inequality, it was only temporary and thus ineff ective in the long run in 
economic terms. In addition, as it is suggested in the novel, it probably 
had less to do with the friendship between the future Federal Secretary 
and Daru’s father than with the benefactor’s aff air with Daru’s mother. 
In this way, a friendship-love triangle formed itself already in the older 
generation only to be repeated in the younger one, thus problematising 
the relationship between friendship and money, and even between love 
and money. A kind of emotional and fi nancial transaction laid the very 
4 In her review, Anita Desai calls this allegorical reference a misstep: “Th e analogy proves 
fragile and, like a glass goblet put to rough use, shatters.” But she praises “[t]he most 
impressive of [Hamid’s] gifts[:] the clearsightedness of his look at the power structure 
of a society that has shifted from the old feudalism, based on birth, to the new Pakistani 
feudalism based on wealth” (Desai 2000).
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foundation for the friendship that was, in fact, arranged or socio-engi-
neered between the two boys who came from and still belonged to dif-
ferent classes, and were aware of this from a very young age – especially 
Ozi, who often taunted Daru and treated him like his private pet. Th eir 
friendship was unlikely to happen and probably never likely to last. And 
so, to use Bauman’s word, it “snapped.” 
What is striking in the story, however, is not the fact that the friendship 
ends, but how it ends. Its ending is explosive (“everyone [the whole city] 
is talking about this case” [37]) and it is simultaneous with Daru’s com-
plete personal meltdown. In fact, Hamid presents this collapse of a rela-
tionship and of one of the individuals involved in almost hyperbolic terms. 
Admittedly, Daru is no saint; he is a hypocrite who condemned corrup-
tion, but envied his rich friend and wanted to be like him; thanks to his 
corrupt “uncle” he had worked for a bank which assisted corruption, and 
in this way he advanced on the social class ladder. By the end of the story 
he changes, however, having committed several illegal and immoral acts. 
Nonetheless, it is still unjust that in the end he fi nds himself in prison, 
where he may stay, possibly for many years if not for the rest of his life, 
for a crime he certainly did not commit. Th is might seem enough to make
a point about state corruption, but perhaps some other point is also
being made, if for Hamid it is not suffi  cient to just put Daru in a cell; he 
is put there still recovering from his severe injuries which he had suff ered 
after having been beaten up by bodyguards when selling drugs, an ema-
ciated heroin addict with an almost broken will to live. It is as if by this 
accumulation of calamities Hamid is emphasising, jointly, the crushing 
power of the system that punishes anyone who even tries to step away 
from it, and the price his protagonist comes to pay for such a (mis)step.
Not accidentally, Daru’s explosive meltdown takes place in the swelter-
ing Pakistani summer of 1998 – the year of rival nuclear tests carried out 
fi rst by India and then by Pakistan. Th is is another much larger – politi-
cal and historical – story behind the basic plot of Moth Smoke – namely, 
the story of the deteriorating relations between people of two diff erent
religions, which led to the bloody Partitions of India in 1947 and the
establishment of two antagonistic states. Th e novel captures Pakistanis’
reaction to the tests of 1998: on the one hand they are relieved and proud 
that their nuclear weapon has worked (121), that they are not defence-
less; on the other hand this makes a nuclear annihilation even more likely, 
and especially the people of Lahore suspect that they would be the fi rst to 
be bombed (88). Th is pre-apocalyptic atmosphere provides extra ration-
ale for the already decadent, carpe-diem and fi n de siècle behaviour of the 
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circles to which Daru still tries to cling, and to which Ozi and Mumtaz 
naturally belong: namely, the milieu of Lahore’s idle young and rich, 
who, having received prestigious higher education in the UK and the US,
appear to be thoroughly westernised. 
Drugs off ering momentary escapism are omnipresent in the party crowd. 
It is through drugs that Daru and Mumtaz fi rst bond: fi rst they share ex 
(ecstasy), then sex (interestingly, in between, they box). Th ere is chemistry 
between the two characters not only in the colloquial sense of the phrase; 
Daru develops two self-destructive addictions at once: he falls in love with 
Mumtaz and starts taking heroin, which will trigger his downward spiral.
For Mumtaz, as it turns out, the aff air is from the beginning meant as noth-
ing more than a chemical quick fi x. Mumtaz is perhaps the clearest repre-
sentative in the novel of what Bauman was earlier quoted calling “our thor-
oughly individualized society”: she enjoys leading a double life, one of which 
is entirely her own – secretly, and somewhat fantastically, she is a successful 
investigative journalist writing under the male pseudonym Zulfi kar Man-
to.5 Importantly, paradoxically and ironically, regardless of her true concern 
and good intentions, her subversive writing about Pakistan’s social prob-
lems, inequality and corruption is only made possible by the fact that she 
can aff ord excelling at her professional passion thanks to her husband and 
father-in-law’s money gained through corruption. 
Mumtaz is a good illustration of how in Hamid’s novel no one is just 
a positive or just a negative character – with the exception of the margin-
al character of Daru’s servant, Manucci, whom Daru mistreats, mainly to 
prove to himself that his social status is still higher than that of a serv-
ant, even though this becomes increasingly untrue. Everyone else, while 
having some redeeming qualities, is to some extent, more or less guilty 
of something, and invites judgment. Th e novel includes two chapters
entitled “Judgment” written in the second person: but we know that in 
the trial which forms the frame story of the novel (which is the story of 
framing the protagonist for a crime he did not commit) the protagonist
will most likely be found guilty by the judge (referred to as “you” and 
“Milord” [7–9, 234–236]). However, there is another “you” who has not 
formed any judgment yet: this other judge is the reader. In his essay
“Enduring Love of the Second Person,” Hamid specifi es: “Th e story has 
what might be called a realistic narrative […] but the frame of the trial 
that it uses isn’t realism. It is something else: make-believe, play, with 
5 Th e necessarily male pseudonym proves that, of course, there are limits to Mumtaz’s 
individualism, despite her favourable economic status.
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‘you’ given an active role” – which corresponds with the author’s view 
that novels are not “passive forms of entertainment” but rather “a way 
for readers to create” (Hamid 2015c: 78).
While reading the novel it becomes clear to the reader that a judgment is 
being suggested, that one judgment is an obvious conclusion from the story, 
and especially from the spectacular implosion of the seemingly class-bridg-
ing friendship at its centre. Th e purpose of this disaster is to stress the depth 
of the class divide, and to bring home the message that it is truly unbridge-
able. Hamid depicts the class system in Pakistan (although the description 
has wider geographical application) as consisting of two social strata: the 
haves and the have nots – in particular those who have and those who do 
not have air conditioning.6 As Daru’s former university professor,7 clearly 
ironically named Julius Superb, said in his “paper presented at the Provin-
cial Seminar on Social Class in Pakistan” (Hamid 2000: 102):
Th ere are two social classes in Pakistan. […] Th e fi rst group, large and sweaty, 
contains those referred to as the masses. Th e second group is much smaller, but 
its members exercise vastly greater control over their immediate environment 
and are collectively termed the elite. Th e distinction between members of these 
two groups is made on the basis of control of an important resource: air-condi-
tioning. You see, the elite have managed to re-create for themselves the living 
standards of say, Sweden without leaving the dusty plains of the subcontinent. 
Th ey’re a mixed lot – Punjabi and Pathans, Sindhis and Baluchis, smugglers, mul-
lahs, soldiers, industrialists – united by their residence in an artifi cially cooled 
world. Th ey wake up in air-conditioned houses, drive air-conditioned cars to 
air-conditioned offi  ces, grab lunch in air-conditioned restaurants (rights of ad-
mission reserved), and at the end of the day go home to their air-conditioned 
lounges to relax in front of their wide-screen TVs. And if they should think about 
the rest of the people, the great uncooled, and become uneasy as they lie under 
their blankets in the middle of the summer, there is always prayer, fi ve times 
a day, which they hope will gain them admittance to an air-conditioned heav-
en, or at the very least, a long, cool drink during a fi ery day in hell. (102–103)
6 Again, as in the case of cars, possession or lack of this equipment metonymically 
defi nes a character. Th is simple distinction is used also to stress a contrast between 
the doomed lovers, Mumtaz and Daru: “Mumtaz was over-air-conditioned and longed 
to be uncooled, while Darashikoh was under-air-conditioned and longed to be cooled. 
Although they walked the same path for a while, Mumtaz and Darashikoh were headed 
in opposite directions” (Hamid 2000: 107).
7 Daru briefl y pursued a PhD in English, and even showed talent; however he could not 
aff ord to continue his studies.
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It is very characteristic of Hamid to concentrate on the material and 
the mundane, even the minute when discussing wider social problems. In 
his third book, How to Get Filthy Rich in Rising Asia, he addressed pover-
ty and inequality on the Indian subcontinent by zooming in on the
hepatitis E virus, open sewers, rusty pipes and the nowhere near suffi  -
cient number of toilet facilities. In other words, he focused on the problem
of lack of access to clean water to talk about the chasm separating the poor 
from the rich (even though sometimes they lived on the opposite sides of 
the same street, admittedly separated by a wall and private bodyguards).
But, as we can see, he moved on to water only after having tackled an even
more basic among the few most basic elements for sustaining life, name-
ly air. It is striking that already in his debut novel Hamid got to the heart 
of the matter, systemic class inequality and injustice – paradoxically by 
speaking about something as seemingly immaterial and equally shared 
as air. Air is invisible, and taken for granted, although less so in increas-
ingly polluted bigger cities all over the world. Air is apparently democrat-
ic and evenly distributed – but Hamid shows this assumption to be an
illusion. By making access to air conditioning and the resultant quality of
air, or kind of air, his criterion for determining social status (Hamid 2000: 
109), Hamid makes air concrete, solid, and tangible like a wall that is
always there and separates. What is more, it not only always surrounds 
us but also always fi lls us inside: it is life itself. Consequently, Hamid’s
indictment of the systemic economic and class inequality could barely be 
more scathing, if there is absolutely nothing it does not touch and aff ect, 
since it touches and aff ects even the most irreducible condition for life – 
air itself. I suggest that Hamid’s densifi cation and concretisation of this 
most basic of life-giving substances, air, illustrates his signature method 
as a writer. He does say that unbearably hot and unbreathable air literally 
kills: it killed Daru’s mother because it was too hot to sleep in the house 
at night, so they went up to the roof where she was hit by a stray bullet 
and bled to death (108). And at the same time Hamid shows a wider net-
work of connections, namely that a heat wave causes a crime wave, espe-
cially when “much of Lahore [is] plunged into darkness” (107) because, 
as one critic has summed up the problem, “the power-hungry AC units 
of the rich collapse the city’s electricity grid just as their corruption has 
drained the life from the state” (Aspden 2011). 
I suggest that it is this wider network of connections that is the purpose 
of Hamid’s depiction of the novel’s central friendship between Daru and 
Ozi – and the relationship’s as well as Daru’s disintegration. Th e moment 
when the friendship defi nitively ends happens before Ozi fi nds out about 
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his best friend’s aff air with his wife, and even before Daru and Mumtaz 
start this aff air. Th e friendship ends when Daru witnesses his best friend 
accidentally kill a boy and escape. Th e scene is symbolic: the three types 
of vehicles involved and what happens to those who drive or ride, but not 
necessarily own, them are symbolic. A rich man in an air-conditioned SUV 
disregards a red light, as he always does,8 and hits a poor boy on a bicycle. 
A witness, a man in a Suzuki, drives the boy to a hospital, where he dies. 
Th e man is investigated by the police, and later is arrested and tried. In the 
meantime, the rich man’s successful life continues uninterrupted. Th e rich 
man’s impunity is something Daru saw Ozi was certain about when his still 
friend confronted him at the night of the accident. As Daru recalls in the 
present tense, at that moment Ozi “looks like an overgrown child. A child 
who gets everything. A child who gets away with everything” (Hamid 2000: 
96). It is that night that Daru decides that he is “not going to take any of 
Ozi’s father’s help in looking for a job” (98), although he knows that it is 
impossible to fi nd a job without connections. In other words, Daru refuses 
to be loyal, and rejects the help he would receive in exchange, even though 
Ozi is ready to “forget the way [Daru] acted after the accident” (141), be-
cause for Ozi “[f]riends support each other no matter what” (140). But Daru 
steps away from this unequal and thus false friendship and, at the same 
time from the system everyone is part of, although only select few to their 
advantage. And it is for this transgression that he is additionally punished. 
It is after he breaks this friendship contract, which always involved money, 
even in his and Ozi’s childhood, that he starts going down the abovemen-
tioned disastrous trajectory: his bills go unpaid, his electricity is cut off , his 
servant leaves him. Th ree months after losing his job (199), unemployable, 
addicted, under the infl uence of drugs, telling himself that he is “ready for 
a little justice” (210), he joins his drug-dealing friend’s plan “to rob high-end, 
high-fashion, exclusive boutiques,” not only for money, but, as the friend 
explains, because of their “symbolism: they represent the soft underbelly 
of the upper crust, the ultimate hypocrisy in a country with fl our shortag-
es” (213–214). In the heist scene, the contrast between the actors and the 
stage could not be greater, and symbolism applies to Daru in particular, as 
8 In an earlier and typical exchange, which at that time seems amusing to Daru, Mumtaz 
reprimands Ozi for driving through a red light, saying “Th ere are rules, you know,” to which 
her husband replies “And the fi rst is, bigger cars have the right of way” (Hamid 2000: 25). 
In the same scene Daru sits in a Pajero for the fi rst time and is impressed: it “[c]osts more 
than my house and moves like a bull, powerful and single-minded” (ibid.). In Liquid Fear, 
Zygmunt Bauman devotes considerable attention to this type of car linking it to the (post-
-9/11) fear of terror and the potential it off ers for fi nancial gain (Bauman 2007: 143–144).
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well. By this point he has become part of the subject matter of Bauman’s 
Wasted Lives: one of the “‘supernumerary’ or ‘marginalized’ people” whom
Stefan Czarnowski describes […] as “declassés individuals, possessing no
defi ned social status, deemed redundant from the point of view of material and 
intellectual production and regarding themselves as such.”9 “Organized society” 
treats them as “scroungers and intruders, charges them at best with unwarranted
pretences or indolence, often with all sorts of wickedness […], living a life 
hovering on the brink of criminality, but in each case with feeding parasitically 
on the social body.” (Bauman 2006: 40–41)
In Moth Smoke, and in his subsequent novels, Hamid shows that the 
parasitic relationship between the “marginalised” and “the [proper] social 
body” is much more complex and predominantly reversed, increasingly 
so as we look up the social class ladder; that it is thanks to fl our short-
ages for the majority that there are exclusive boutiques for the elite. Before
the robbery, and right before he is beaten up, when Daru (indeed, crim-
inally and parasitically) deals drugs to rich people’s teenage children
– already a younger party crowd rehearsing for the (parasitic, yet legal) 
party of their adulthood – he wonders “how many of these kids will grow 
up into Ozis” and guesses that “[q]uite a few, probably” – after which he 
thinks to himself: “Our poor country” (Hamid 2000: 161). 
Th is scene, where Daru connects the dots between his former best friend’s 
upbringing and the condition of the whole state, illustrates how the wider 
network of connections behind the basic plot of Moth Smoke is and will be 
made secure by and for the future generations. Th e degree of insolubility of 
this systemic entanglement producing and preserving the class gap described 
in all of Hamid’s novels is only surpassed by Arundhati Roy’s scathing collection 
of essays Capitalism: A Ghost Story.10 Even though Roy, an Indian writer, 
writes mainly about India, the two countries can be put together here, as 
their problems are very much alike. In “Why Th ey Get Pakistan Wrong” in 
9 What exacerbates this self-perception in Daru’s case is another sense of redundancy: 
Mumtaz rejects his wish to make their relationship more serious.
¹0 In the titular essay Roy challenges the working of Western philanthropic organizations: 
rather than friendly initiatives where richer countries help poorer ones, she presents 
them as richer countries’ tools for exerting control and holding power over the poorer 
parts of the world. Roy leaves almost no hope in this regard linking funding from US 
global corporations to virtually all possible areas of infl uence: from education (e.g. 
university scholarship programmes), through culture (e.g. literary festivals and prizes) 
to supposedly independent and not-for-(anyone’s)profi t NGOs.
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his collection of essays, Discontent and its Civilizations, Hamid says “Pakistan 
is like its subcontinental neighbours” and quotes Anatol Lieven observing 
that “Pakistan is in fact a great deal more like India – or India like Pakistan 
– than either country would wish to admit”11 (Hamid 2015d: 148–149).
Accordingly, in the eponymous essay from her abovementioned book Roy says:
As US universities opened their doors to international students, hundreds of 
thousands of students, children of the Th ird World elite, poured in. Th ose who 
could not aff ord the fees were given scholarships. Today in countries like India 
and Pakistan there is scarcely a family among the upper middle classes that does 
not have a child who has studied in the United States. From their ranks have 
come good scholars and academics but also the prime ministers, fi nance min-
isters, economists, corporate lawyers, bankers, and bureaucrats who helped to 
open up the economies of their countries to global corporations. (Roy 2015: 31)
As Hamid indirectly, and Roy directly demonstrates, this opening up of 
country economies to global corporations results from and leads to cor-
ruption which keeps an existing system of power relations stable and un-
likely to change on its own. In the meantime, in reaction to this situation, 
and as the opposite – because pro-forceful-change – side of the same coin, 
Pakistani universities are now breeding grounds for Islamist fundamen-
talists, euphemistically called “fundos,” “the unshaven boys” and “bearded
boys” in Hamid’s fi rst and still pre-9/11 novel (Hamid 2000: 32, 139,
225).12 As Ozi says in one of the chapters Moth Smoke, written in the fi rst 
person: “Th e colleges are overrun with fundos who have no interest in get-
ting an education, so you have to go abroad” (185). And in fact, this is the 
¹¹ In a diff erent essay, Hamid says, “Pakistan […] is meddling in the aff airs of neighbours, 
victimizing marginalized ethnic and religious groups, and building nuclear weapons while 
citizens go without electricity. India is doing the same. […] Many say that the twenty-fi rst 
century will be the Asian century […]. But for us Asians, the Asian century is also likely to 
bring a great dryness. Monsoon rains will become unpredictable and aquifers will drop, 
as is already happening in India and Pakistan” (Hamid 2015e: 155–156). Elsewhere, in 
an essay whose title “To Fight India, We Fought Ourselves,” thus putting an equation 
mark between the two nations, Hamid states that “Pakistan is in the grips of militancy 
because of its fraught relationship with India, with which it has fought three wars and 
innumerable skirmishes since the countries separated in 1947” (Hamid 2015f: 160).
¹² Th e author will address this issue fully in his post-9/11 second novel, Th e Reluctant 
Fundamentalist, published in 2007, where the eponymous protagonist, a university 
lecturer, is compelled to literally and ideologically “grow a beard” (the fear it evokes is 
the fi rst thing that opens the dramatic monologue narrative: “Do not be frightened by 
my beard: I am a lover of America” [Hamid 2007: 1]). In this sense, the second novel 
can be seen as a development of one aspect of Hamid’s fi rst book.
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global vicious circle and network of connections, as well as an asymmet-
rical power-relationship on several levels: from personal to state to global 
that Mohsin Hamid’s Moth Smoke is ultimately about, even though on the 
surface it seems to be only a story of one doomed friendship.
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